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Abstract: Cervical facet joint (CFJ) syndrome is a common cause of neck pain. For its diagnosis and
treatment, CFJ injection with arthrogram is generally performed. This study aimed to investigate the
frequency of extra-CFJ flow on CFJ arthrograms during injections and its differences according to age,
sex, and cervical vertebral level. We analyzed 760 CFJ arthrograms administrated to 208 patients
diagnosed with CF] syndrome. Arthrograms at each vertebral level were collected to evaluate the
normal CFJ and extra-CFJ flow. The primary and secondary outcomes were frequency of extra-CFJ
flow according to cervical vertebral level, age, and sex and according to pairwise cervical levels,
respectively. Extra-CFJ flow at the cervical spine occurred during 179 injections, and the overall
incidence was 3.3-36.2% at different cervical levels. The incidence of extra-CFJ flow at each cervical
vertebral level according to age and sex was not significant. Extra-CFJ flow was the highest at C6
and C7, but there was no statistical significance. Extra-CFJ flow was higher at lower vertebral levels
(C5-C7) than at upper levels (C3 and C4). Additional clinical studies and anatomical evaluations are
needed to support its clinical value and enable the development of new injection techniques.

Keywords: cervical facet joint; facet joint; facet joint block; nerve block

1. Introduction

The prevalence of neck pain is common in the general population [1]. Neck pain can be defined
as pain in the area between the skull base and the first thoracic vertebra, and may often radiate to the
head or to the upper arm [2]. This kind of neck pain usually is related to nociceptive stimuli from
various structures near to the vertebral column, such as muscles, ligaments including the intervertebral
disc, nerve roots, and facet joints, which are often difficult to detect precisely between radicular or
non-radicular pain in clinical practice.
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Cervical facet joint (CFJ) syndrome is a common cause of neck and shoulder pain, and its
prevalence ranges from 25 to 65% according to the criteria of the International Association for the Study
of Pain [3]. CFJ] syndrome is diagnosed when the following symptoms are present [4]: (1) axial neck
pain; (2) pain with pressure on the spinal column at the CFJ level; (3) pain with limitations of rotation,
extension, and flexion; and (4) absence of neurologic disorder.

The CFJs are innervated by the medial branches of the dorsal rami of the cervical nerves, which can
be blocked by physicians for verifying the pathological origin of neck pain or treating the symptom [5,6].
Pain related to CFJ can be managed with diverse options, including medications, physical therapy,
and interventional techniques, such as medial branch block and CFJ injection of local anesthetics with
or without steroids [7], or radiofrequency neurotomy [8]. Many previous studies have been reported
about the clinical effects of the medial branch block [9,10] and radiofrequency neurotomy [8], whereas
only a few studies have attempted to reveal the CFJ injection [11].

The validity of cervical medial branch block has been generally judged through the exact needle
position confirmed by contrast medium on fluoroscopy [12]. Likewise, the precise confirmation of
arthrogram during a CFJ injection is essential. It may provide useful information regarding the
procedure and pain relief by revealing the joint pathology and confirming the extent of the spread of
injectants and involved regions, which can help localize the pain source precisely. However, no study
has evaluated CFJ arthrograms according to cervical vertebral level or age group. Therefore, this study
aimed to retrospectively review CFJ arthrograms in a large patient population according to cervical
vertebral level and age group and analyze them by focusing on extra-CFJ flow.

2. Materials and Methods

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Wonkwang University Hospital
(IRB ID No. WKUH 2020-09-036) and was designed as a retrospective observational cohort study in a
university-affiliated specialty clinic for pain management setting.

2.1. Participants

Data on CF] arthrograms after CFJ injections, performed between 1 January 2018 and 31 December
2019, were collected. CFJ injections were administered to 208 patients who suffered from CFJ syndrome
more than six months for both diagnostic and therapeutic purposes. A total of 760 CFJ arthrograms
were obtained from the injections (C3—C7 vertebral levels). The exclusion criteria were as follows:
patients with cervicogenic headache related superior to CFJ of C2 vertebral level, included into the
diagnostic criteria provided by International Headache Society in 2018 [13,14]; contraindications to
interventional treatment, such as pregnancy, allergy to contrast medium, coagulopathy, and infections
at the injection site; insufficient needle access to the targeted CFJ due to severe anatomical deformity or
a history of surgery; and unintentional intravascular or intramuscular injection. Based on age, patients
were divided into two groups (=45 years and <45 years). Table 1 shows the demographic data of
the study.

Table 1. Demographic data of the study patients.

Demographics Study Group
Number of patients 208
Sex (M/F) 75/133
Mean age (age range), years 45.7 (14-84)
Total number of injections 760

M, male; F, female.
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2.2. CF] Injections/Arthrogram Analyses

All injections were administered by a pain physician, with >10 years of experience, in an operating
room equipped with a fluoroscopy and an image-storing system. On the fluoroscopy table, the patient
was placed in the oblique-prone position, and the skin of the posterior neck was sterilized. Fluoroscopy
was performed in the anteroposterior view with the neck flexed forward. The patient’s head was
slightly turned to the opposite side for appropriate visualization of the CF]. The target CF] level was
determined based on the pain distribution in the patient. A 25-gauge, Quinke-type needle (Taechang
Industrial Co., Kongju, South Korea) was inserted into the CFJ. After confirming the final position of the
needle tip under fluoroscopic guidance, 0.2 mL of contrast medium (Omnipaque 300, GE Healthcare,
Little Chalfont, Buckinghamshire, UK) was injected to obtain a CFJ arthrogram. Arthrograms at
each vertebral level were collected to evaluate the normal CFJ and extra-CFJ flow (Figures 1 and 2).
Three pain physicians reviewed and verified extra-CF] flow after a consensus discussion. If the
boundary of the CF] was seen well by contrast medium and there was no leakage to the vertebral
canal, this type was normal (Figure 1). If the boundary of the CFJ was indistinct and a leakage by
contrast medium was found in the vertebral canal, this type was classified as extra-CFJ flow (Figure 2).
Therapeutic injections of local anesthetics with or without steroids were administered to each patient.

Figure 2. Arthrogram X-ray images showing extra-cervical facet joint flow.
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2.3. Statistical Analysis

Data regarding our study population are expressed as mean + standard deviation or frequency
(percentage). For each cervical vertebral level, the two-sample f-test was used for continuous variables,
and the chi-square test or Fisher’s exact test was used for categorical variables. To evaluate the
association between the occurrence of extra-CFJ flow and cervical vertebral level, univariate and
multivariate logistic regression models were used with generalized estimating equations to account
for correlations within patients. An overall p-value < 0.05 was considered statistically significant.
In multiple comparisons between the cervical vertebral levels, statistical significance was determined
with Bonferroni correction (p-value < 0.005). All analyses were performed using R statistical software
version 3.6.3 (The R Foundation for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria).

3. Results

We analyzed 760 CFJ injections administered to 208 patients. Table 1 shows the demographic data
of the patients. Cervical arthrograms were obtained at each cervical level and compared between the
age groups and sexes (Figure 3 and Table 2). Overall, extra-CFJ flow occurred at the cervical spine
during 179 of 760 (23.6%) injections, and the overall incidence was 3.3-36.2% at different cervical
vertebral levels. Extra-CFJ flow was the highest at C6 (36.2%) and C7 (35.3%), but there was no
statistical significance. Extra-CFJ flow was higher at lower levels (C5-C7) than at upper levels (C3
and C4). There were no statistically significant differences in age groups and sex at each cervical
vertebral level.

u Normal facet joint flow ® Extra facet joint flow

96.7%

Figure 3. Frequency of extra-cervical facet joint flow at C3—-C7 vertebral levels according to age groups
and sex.

Table 3 shows the association of occurrence of extra-CFJ flow with age, sex, and different cervical
vertebral levels. The incidence of extra-CFJ flow between age groups and sex was not statistically
significant. Compared to C3, the unadjusted odds ratios (ORs) were 5.51 (95% confidence interval (CI),
1.71-17.77; p = 0.004) for C4, 11.42 (95% ClI, 3.32-39.24; p < 0.001) for C5, 18.77 (95% ClI, 5.55-63.45;
p < 0.001) for C6, and 19.34 (95% CI, 5.30-70.57; p < 0.001) for C7. Compared to C4, the unadjusted
ORs were 2.07 (95% ClI, 1.35-3.18; p = 0.001) for C5, 3.41 (95% CI, 2.18-5.32; p < 0.001) for C6, and 3.51
(95% CI, 1.97-6.25; p < 0.001). Compared to C5, the unadjusted ORs were 1.64 (95% CI, 1.14-2.37;
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p = 0.008) for C6 and 1.69 (95% CI, 0.99-2.90; p = 0.054) for C7. Compared to C6, the unadjusted
ORs were 1.03 (95% CI, 0.62-1.72; p = 0.908) for C7. In general, the risk of extra-CFJ flow increased
statistically significantly with decreasing levels compared to C3 and C4 after Bonferroni correction.
When the lower levels were compared to C5, the increased odd ratios were not statistically significant.
When C6 and C7 were compared, there were no increase in risk between those two levels. The above
findings were consistent even after adjusting for age and sex for potential confounding effects in the
multivariate analyses. Compared to C3, the adjusted ORs were 5.51 (95% CI, 1.73-17.55; p = 0.004) for
C4, 11.45 (95% CI, 3.37-38.92; p < 0.001) for C5, 18.87 (95% CI, 5.66-62.96; p < 0.001) for C6, and 19.27
(95% CI, 5.34-69.48; p < 0.001) for C7. Compared to C4, the adjusted ORs were 2.08 (95% CI, 1.35-3.19;
p = 0.001) for C5, 3.42 (95% CI, 2.19-5.36; p < 0.001) for C6, and 3.50 (95% CI, 1.96-6.24; p < 0.001).
Compared to C5, the adjusted ORs were 1.65 (95% CI, 1.14-2.89; p = 0.008) for C6 and 1.68 (95% ClI,
0.98-2.89; p = 0.059) for C7. Compared to C6, the adjusted ORs were 1.02 (95% CI, 0.61-1.71; p = 0.937)
for C7.

Table 2. Summary statistics of study population.

Cervical Extra-CFJ Age Age Categories (1) Sex (n) Number of
Level Flow (n) (mean + SD) <45 Years  >45 Years Female Male Injection (x)
No (89) 46.8 +13.72 42 47 57 32
C3 Yes (3) 50.33 + 4.04 0 3 2 1 92
p-value 0.664 0.247 1.000
No (166) 45.53 +12.52 80 86 101 65
C4 Yes (28) 49.14 +13.42 11 17 22 6 194
p-value 0.164 0.419 0.072
No (155) 4544 +12.83 77 78 99 56
C5 Yes (52) 46.54 +11.97 23 29 33 19 207
p-value 0.587 0.525 0.958
No (127) 44.86 + 13.00 66 61 82 45
Co6 Yes (72) 47.61 +11.68 28 44 43 29 199
p-value 0.138 0.079 0.497
No (44) 46.02 +12.71 20 24 28 16
C7 Yes (24) 4492 +12.98 12 12 13 11 68
p-value 0.735 0.802 0.446

CFJ, cervical facet joint; SD, standard deviation. Two-sample t-test was used for continuous variables. Chi-square test
or Fisher’s exact test was used for categorical variables. Age categories were determined based on the mean value.

Table 3. Univariate and multivariate logistic regression analyses of extra-cervical facet joint flow

occurrence comparing pairwise cervical levels.

Variable Category Unadjusted OR (95% CI) p-Value Adjusted OR (95% CI) p-Value
Age <45 years Reference Reference
245 years 1.35 (0.90-2.02) 0.15 1.37 (0.89-2.89) 0.152
Female Reference Reference
Sex Male 1.04 (0.69-1.57) 0.845 1.05 (0.68-1.62) 0.825
C4vs. C3 5.51 (1.71-17.77) 0.004* 5.51 (1.73-17.55) 0.004*
C5vs. C3 11.42 (3.32-39.24) <0.001* 11.45 (3.37-38.92) <0.001*
Cé6vs. C3 18.77 (5.55-63.45) <0.001* 18.87 (5.66—62.96) <0.001*
C7vs. C3 19.34 (5.30-70.57) <0.001* 19.27 (5.34-69.48) <0.001*
Cervical level C5vs. C4 2.07 (1.35-3.18) 0.001* 2.08 (1.35-3.19) 0.001*
Cé6vs. C4 3.41(2.18-5.32) <0.001* 3.42 (2.19-5.36) <0.001*
C7vs. C4 3.51 (1.97-6.25) <0.001* 3.50 (2.19-6.24) <0.001*
C6 vs. C5 1.64 (1.14-2.37) 0.008 1.65 (1.14-2.38) 0.008
C7vs. C5 1.69 (0.99-2.90) 0.054 1.68 (0.98-2.89) 0.059
C7 vs. C6 1.03 (0.62-1.72) 0.908 1.02 (0.61-1.71) 0.937

OR, odds ratio; CI, confidence interval. Adjusted for age and sex. * Reached statistical significance with Bonferroni
correction (p-value < 0.005).
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4. Discussion

In 1983, Dory [15] first reported epidural leakage in two of 21 CFJs during steroid injections, but
provided limited information for clinical practice. In later years, Manchikanti et al. tried to evaluate
the adverse effects and complications of facet joint nerve block on fluoroscopic images with a greater
number of patients [16]. However, they made no distinction between MBB and CF]J injection and
did not investigate extra-CF] flow. Kim et al. reported that the incidence of extra-CFJ flow during
intra-articular facet joint injections was approximately 33% in the lumbar region [17]. To the best of
our knowledge, studies evaluating facet joint arthrograms in the cervical region are limited compared
to those in the lumbar region.

CF]J pain is defined as pain originating from the CFJ. Because the clinical symptoms [11] and
imaging findings [18] of CFJ syndrome are vague and unreliable, it is clinically diagnosed by excluding
other causes of cervical pain, similar to low back pain [19]. CFJ injections with hypertonic saline
can reproduce similar pain in patients with neck pain and headache [20]. In this regard, Inami et al.
tried to evaluate the role of intra-articular synovial folds in the cervical spine [21]. They observed the
presence of putative nociceptive fibers in the cervical synovial folds, supporting the possibility of these
structures as a source of CFJ pain. In addition, according to other previous studies [22,23] nociceptive
innervation of the CFJ could be also observed in the joint capsule. With this background, a recently
updated systematic review has shown strong evidence for the diagnostic accuracy of CFJ blocks [24].
Another study has reported strong evidence regarding the diagnostic accuracy of facet joint blocks for
patients with neck pain through an evidence review [25].

The facet or zygapophyseal joint is located between the articular processes of the adjacent vertebrae.
It is a synovial joint that varies in shape with the vertebral level; it is simple in the cervical and thoracic
regions, but it is complex in the lumbar region. Its articular capsules are commonly thin and loose,
but they seem to be more long, loose, and thin in the cervical region [26,27]. The articular capsules of
each facet joint are attached to the margins of the articular processes of the adjacent vertebrae and
contain some synovial fluid, which means that they prevent fluid leakage from each facet joint. In 1981,
Okada first described a space communicating with the bilateral CFJs at a single vertebral level, which
was regarded as a potential pathway for the spread of injectants and infection [28,29]. This potential
space is also present in the lumbar region [29-31]. It is located between the ligamentum flavum and
the vertebral arch, possibly allowing further communication with the adjacent spaces, including the
interspinous space [30]. Reina et al. [31] reported that this potential space was difficult to identify
anatomically because dissection could break the weak tissues included in the space, but they identified
the space radiologically. Similarly, in our experience, this space has not been anatomically confirmed
or detected during normal cadaveric dissection.

The facet joint has an extensive innervation of small C-type pain fibers in its synovial lining. The
reactive nerve fibers and neuropeptides, such as protein gene product 9.5, substance P, and calcitonin
gene-related peptide, support the evidence that the CF] plays a key role in neck pain [21,32]. With
these pain mediators, structural changes related to mechanical stress of the CFJ result from various
conditions causing both acute and chronic cervical spinal pain [33]. In addition to acute injury to the
joint, degenerative changes of the intervertebral disc could lead to mechanical changes in the CFJ.
In other words, the loss of height of the intervertebral disc increases the load on the CFJ, which could
eventually lead to CFJ degeneration [34]. A previous biomechanical study reported that peak facet
joint compression with sliding and capsular ligament strains were the largest in the lower cervical
vertebrae, such as C5-C6 and C6-C7, and could increase with impact acceleration [35]. Extra-CFJ flow
could be observed with a relatively high frequency at the C6 and C7 vertebral levels in the present
study, supporting the mechanism reported by Pearson et al. [35]. Thus, the CFJs at the C6 and C7
vertebral levels seem to be structurally vulnerable joints and have the possibility that the joint capsules
in these levels are not intact unlike those of other levels.

In addition, extra-CF] flow at these levels in the present study showed no statistical difference
between the age groups. This could have a clinical implication that the vulnerability of the CFJs at the
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C6 and C7 vertebral levels is not directly related to the degenerative changes of these joints. To the best
of our knowledge, anatomical and pathologic clinical considerations about extra-CFJ flow have not
been established yet. Therefore, extra-CFJ flow should not be simply regarded as epidural leakage,
as previously reported. For supplementation of the technical aspect of CFJ injections, we would like to
recommend future clinical studies referring to our findings.

In a previous study, extra-facet joint flow in the lumbar region was reported as epidural leakage,
which was possibly attributed to the rupture of the lumbar facet joint capsule, and there was no
significant difference in the response or duration of symptom relief after lumbar facet joint injections
according to the presence of epidural leakage [17]. Based on these results, Kim et al. [17] emphasized
the possibility of approaching the epidural space using the transfacet approach because of the high
prevalence of epidural leakage. However, the nomenclature of epidural leakage seems to be confusing
because there is no anatomical confirmation in the lumbar region.

Our study has some limitations. First, more injections at the upper cervical levels, i.e., C3 and
C4, are required to compare with other cervical vertebral levels, although there is a low prevalence of
pathology. Second, because of the retrospective study design of the arthrogram in the medical records,
patient’s previous symptoms, or pattern of extra-CF] flow was not analyzed. In addition, we did not
compare the clinical results according to extra-CFJ flow.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, our study showed the actual incidence of extra-CFJ flow during fluoroscopy-guided
CF] injections. The C6 vertebral level showed a high prevalence of extra-CFJ flow. And the prevalence
of extra-CF] flow at each vertebral level was no statistical difference between the age groups and sex.
In the future, additional clinical studies should be performed for its exact evaluation, and anatomical
studies using cadavers are also required for to confirm the potential space related to extra-CF] flow.
These studies would enable the development of new CFJ injection techniques.
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